
Abstract
In 2000, 8.8 million children received food stamps, making the Food Stamp Program a
crucial component of the social safety net. Despite its importance, little research has exam-
ined the effect of food stamps on children's overall well-being. Using the Current
Population Survey from 1989 to 2001, we consider the impact of food stamps on three
measures of poverty—the headcount, the poverty gap, and the squared poverty gap. These
measures portray the incidence, depth, and severity of poverty. We find that in comparison
to the headcount measure, food stamp benefits lead to large reductions in the poverty gap
and squared poverty gap measures. We then simulate the effects of several changes in the
distribution of food stamps and find that a general across-the-board increase in benefits has
little impact on poverty reduction. In contrast, targeted changes can greatly reduce the
depth and severity of poverty—increasing benefits to the poor results in a greater reduction
in the depth of poverty than expanding participation rates, at a similar cost, among poor
households.
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Food Stamp Benefits and Child
Poverty in the 1990s

Dean Jolliffe, Laura Tiehen, Craig Gundersen, and Joshua Winicki1
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Figure 1

Food Stamp Program participation: 
CPS versus administrative data of FNS

Thousands
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Sources: Current Population Survey (CPS) estimate calculated by 
ERS from CPS data. USDA's Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) 
estimate calculated by FNS from Food Stamp Program quality control 
administrative data.

Figure 2

Value of food stamp benefits, total and children:
Comparing CPS and administrative data of FNS

$ Million

Note: Estimated food stamp benefits to a child are calculated as a 
pro rata share of household benefits.
Sources: Current Population Survey (CPS) estimate calculated by 
ERS from CPS data. USDA's Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) 
estimate calculated by FNS from Food Stamp Program quality control 
administrative data.
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Figure 3

Food stamps and children: Number of child 
recipients and household benefit level
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Table 1—Rates of poverty and child poverty,1988-2000

Headcount index Poverty gap Squared poverty gap

Year Children All persons Children All persons Children All persons

1988 19.5 13.0 9.1 5.7 5.7 3.5
(0.41) (0.21) (0.24) (0.12) (0.18) (0.09)

1989 19.6 12.8 8.8 5.5 5.4 3.4
(0.39) (0.20) (0.22) (0.11) (0.16) (0.08)

1990 20.6 13.5 9.3 5.8 5.7 3.6
(0.40) (0.20) (0.22) (0.11) (0.16) (0.08)

1991 21.8 14.2 10.2 6.2 6.4 3.9
(0.41) (0.21) (0.23) (0.12) (0.18) (0.09)

1992 21.9 14.5 10.4 6.5 6.6 4.1
(0.41) (0.21) (0.24) (0.12) (0.19) (0.09)

1993 22.7 15.1 10.7 6.8 6.7 4.4
(0.42) (0.22) (0.24) (0.12) (0.18) (0.09)

1994 21.8 14.5 10.2 6.5 6.4 4.2
(0.43) (0.22) (0.25) (0.12) (0.19) (0.09)

1995 20.8 13.8 9.4 6.1 5.8 3.9
(0.42) (0.22) (0.24) (0.12) (0.18) (0.09)

1996 20.5 13.7 9.4 6.0 5.9 3.9
(0.42) (0.22) (0.24) (0.12) (0.18) (0.09)

1997 19.9 13.3 9.3 6.0 6.0 4.0
(0.43) (0.22) (0.25) (0.12) (0.20) (0.10)

1998 18.9 12.7 8.7 5.8 5.6 3.9
(0.41) (0.21) (0.23) (0.12) (0.19) (0.10)

1999 16.9 11.8 7.7 5.3 4.9 3.5
(0.39) (0.20) (0.22) (0.11) (0.17) (0.09)

2000 16.0 11.3 7.2 5.1 4.6 3.4
(0.39) (0.20) (0.21) (0.11) (0.17) (0.09)

Notes: All poverty indexes are multiplied by 100. The first column under each of the three indexes lists the child poverty rates and the second-
column lists the poverty rate for the full sample.

Source: ERS estimates are based on Current Population Survey March Supplement data and standard errors (in parentheses) are corrected
for sample design effects following Jolliffe (forthcoming).
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Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.

Figure 4

Child poverty rates, 1988-2000: Squared poverty 
gap, poverty gap, and headcount indexes of poverty 
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Table 2—Percentage reduction in poverty from food stamps, 1988-2000

Headcount index Poverty gap Squared poverty gap

Year Income + Percent Income + Percent Income + Percent
stamps decline stamps decline stamps decline

1988 12.6 3.5 4.8 15.2*** 2.8 21.1***
(0.21) (2.27) (0.10) (2.48) (0.07) (2.87)

1989 12.3 4.4** 4.6 15.6*** 2.7 21.4***
(0.20) (2.13) (0.09) (2.32) (0.07) (2.68)

1990 12.9 4.4** 4.8 16.4*** 2.8 22.2***
(0.20) (2.07) (0.09) (2.21) (0.07) (2.55)

1991 13.4 5.4*** 5.2 17.2*** 3.0 23.4***
(0.21) (2.01) (0.10) (2.19) (0.07) (2.49)

1992 13.7 5.6*** 5.4 16.7*** 3.2 22.7***
(0.21) (1.99) (0.10) (2.18) (0.07) (2.48)

1993 14.3 5.4*** 5.7 16.6*** 3.4 22.4***
(0.22) (2.00) (0.11) (2.16) (0.08) (2.46)

1994 13.7 6.1*** 5.4 17.1*** 3.2 22.7***
(0.22) (2.07) (0.10) (2.23) (0.08) (2.53)

1995 13.0 6.2*** 5.1 16.4*** 3.0 21.2***
(0.22) (2.17) (0.10) (2.4) (0.08) (2.80)

1996 13.0 5.1** 5.1 15.7*** 3.0 21.2***
(0.21) (2.18) (0.10) (2.38) (0.08) (2.74)

1997 12.6 4.8** 5.2 13.4*** 3.3 17.9***
(0.21) (2.24) (0.11) (2.54) (0.09) (2.98)

1998 12.1 4.7** 5.1 11.6*** 3.3 14.8***
(0.21) (2.26) (0.11) (2.58) (0.08) (3.03)

1999 11.3 4.3* 4.8 10.6*** 3.1 13.8***
(0.20) (2.35) (0.10) (2.69) (0.08) (3.17)

2000 10.9 3.3 4.6 9.4*** 3.0 12.5***
(0.2) (2.44) (0.10) (2.81) (0.08) (3.30)

Notes: All poverty indexes are multiplied by 100. The first column under each of the three poverty indexes lists the poverty estimates with food
stamp benefits added to income. Standard errors for all poverty estimates are corrected for sample design effects, following Jolliffe (forthcoming),
and are in parentheses. The second column under each of the poverty measures lists the percentage decline in the poverty index after inclusion
of food stamp benefits. The estimated percent reduction is superscripted with *, **, or *** if the p-value is less than 0.1, 0.05, or 0.01, respective-
ly. Standard errors for the percent decline are listed in parentheses and are second-order approximations.

Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.
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Source: Calculated by ERS from from the 1991 and 1992 panels of 
the Survey of Income and Program Participation.

Figure 5

Food Stamp Program participation rates among 
eligible households by income quintile
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Table 3—Percentage reduction in child poverty from food stamps, 1988-2000

Headcount index Poverty gap Squared poverty gap

Year Income + Percent Income + Percent Income + Percent
stamps decline stamps decline stamps decline

1988 18.8 3.7 7.3 19.9*** 4.1 28.4***
(0.41) (2.92) (0.20) (3.00) (0.14) (3.35)

1989 18.6 5.0* 7.0 20.6*** 3.8 29.3***
(0.38) (2.71) (0.18) (2.80) (0.12) (3.13)

1990 19.6 5.1* 7.3 21.8*** 4.0 30.5***
(0.39) (2.63) (0.18) (2.66) (0.13) (2.98)

1991 20.5 5.9** 7.9 22.6*** 4.4 31.7***
(0.40) (2.53) (0.19) (2.55) (0.13) (2.8)

1992 20.5 6.4** 8.1 21.8*** 4.6 30.8***
(0.40) (2.53) (0.20) (2.63) (0.14) (2.85)

1993 21.3 5.9** 8.3 21.6*** 4.6 30.6***
(0.41) (2.50) (0.20) (2.57) (0.14) (2.85)

1994 20.4 6.7** 7.9 22.7*** 4.4 31.8***
(0.42) (2.63) (0.20) (2.69) (0.14) (2.95)

1995 19.2 7.4*** 7.3 21.7*** 4.1 29.6***
(0.41) (2.74) (0.20) (2.87) (0.14) (3.28)

1996 19.2 6.0** 7.4 20.8*** 4.2 29.3***
(0.41) (2.79) (0.20) (2.92) (0.14) (3.26)

1997 18.7 5.8** 7.6 18.6*** 4.5 26.1***
(0.42) (2.91) (0.21) (3.13) (0.16) (3.57)

1998 17.8 5.9** 7.2 16.5*** 4.4 22.5***
(0.40) (2.94) (0.20) (3.25) (0.15) (3.76)

1999 16.0 5.3* 6.5 15.4*** 3.9 21.3***
(0.38) (3.13) (0.19) (3.43) (0.14) (3.99)

2000 15.4 4.3 6.2 13.9*** 3.7 19.7***
(0.38) (3.35) (0.19) (3.69) (0.14) (4.25)

Notes: All poverty indexes are multiplied by 100. The first column under each of the three poverty indexes lists the child poverty estimates with
food stamp benefits added to income. Standard errors for all poverty estimates are corrected for sample design effects following Jolliffe (forth-
coming) and are in parentheses. The second column under each of the poverty measures lists the percentage decline in the poverty index after
inclusion of food stamp benefits. The estimated percent reduction is superscripted with *, **, or *** if the p-value is less than 0.1, 0.05, or 0.01,
respectively. Standard errors for the percent decline are listed in parentheses and are second-order approximations.

Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.
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Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.

Figure 6

Percentage reduction in child poverty from 
food stamps (100% poverty thresholds)
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Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.

Figure 7

Percentage reduction in child poverty from 
food stamps (130% poverty thresholds)
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Table 4—Reduction in child poverty from increased food stamp benefits,1988-2000

Simulation 1: Increase food stamp benefits to all recipients

Head count index Poverty gap Squared poverty gap

Percent Income + Percent Income + Percent Income +
Year transfer decline transfer decline transfer decline

Panel A: Increase benefits by 10 percent
1988 18.7 0.6 7.2 2.4 4.0 3.0

(0.41) (3.05) (0.20) (3.76) (0.14) (4.83)

1991 20.3 0.7 7.7 2.7 4.2 3.4
(0.40) (2.73) (0.19) (3.28) (0.13) (4.2)

1994 20.2 0.9 7.7 2.7 4.2 3.4
(0.42) (2.87) (0.2) (3.47) (0.14) (4.37)

1997 18.5 1.0 7.4 2.1 4.3 2.7
(0.42) (3.12) (0.21) (3.84) (0.16) (4.92)

2000 15.3 0.6 6.1 1.5 3.6 1.9
(0.38) (3.52) (0.19) (4.28) (0.14) (5.33)

Panel B: Increase benefits by 20 percent
1988 18.6 1.3 7.0 4.7 3.8 5.8

(0.41) (3.04) (0.20) (3.69) (0.14) (4.73)

1991 20.1 1.5 7.4 5.4* 4.1 6.6
(0.40) (2.71) (0.19) (3.2) (0.13) (4.09)

1994 19.9 2.2 7.5 5.4 4.1 6.6
(0.42) (2.84) (0.20) (3.39) (0.14) (4.26)

1997 18.4 1.8 7.3 4.2 4.2 5.2
(0.42) (3.10) (0.21) (3.77) (0.16) (4.83)

2000 15.2 1.3 6.0 3.0 3.6 3.8
(0.38) (3.50) (0.19) (4.22) (0.14) (5.25)

Notes: All poverty indexes are multiplied by 100. The first column under each of the three poverty indexes lists the child poverty estimates with
food stamp benefits added to income. Standard errors for all poverty estimates are corrected for sample design effects following Jolliffe (forth-
coming) and are in parentheses. The second column under each of the poverty measures lists the percentage decline in the poverty index after
inclusion of food stamp benefits. The estimated percent reduction is superscripted with *, **, or *** if the p-value is less than 0.1, 0.05, or 0.01,
respectively. Standard errors for the percent decline are listed in parentheses and are second-order approximations.

Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.
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Table 5—Change in child poverty from revenue-neutral transfer, 1988-2000

Simulation 2: Transfer food stamps from nonpoor to poor FSP households

Head count index Poverty gap Squared poverty gap

Income + Percent Income + Percent Income + Percent
Year transfer decline transfer decline transfer decline

Panel A: Transfer to all poor FSP households
1988 18.5 1.6 6.9 5.3 3.8 6.5

(0.41) (3.03) (0.20) (3.67) (0.14) (4.70)

1991 20.1 1.9 7.3 7.4** 4 8.8**
(0.40) (2.71) (0.19) (3.14) (0.13) (4.02)

1994 19.6 3.6 7.2 9.2*** 3.9 11.0***
(0.42) (2.82) (0.2) (3.27) (0.14) (4.11)

1997 18.1 3.2 7.0 7.1* 4.1 8.5*
(0.42) (3.07) (0.21) (3.68) (0.16) (4.70)

2000 14.9 2.9 5.7 7.2* 3.4 8.7*
(0.38) (3.46) (0.19) (4.07) (0.14) (5.04)

Panel B: Transfer to extreme-poor FSP households
1988 18.8 0.1 6.9 6.4* 3.7 9.6**

(0.41) (3.07) (0.20) (3.61) (0.14) (4.58)

1991 20.4 0.1 7.2 9.1*** 3.8 12.8***
(0.40) (2.74) (0.19) (3.06) (0.13) (3.88)

1994 20.2 0.7 7.0 11.8*** 3.7 16.3***
(0.42) (2.87) (0.2) (3.15) (0.14) (3.92)

1997 18.7 0.3 6.9 8.8** 3.9 12.7***
(0.42) (3.13) (0.21) (3.59) (0.16) (4.53)

2000 15.3 0.2 5.6 8.8** 3.2 12.8***
(0.38) (3.53) (0.19) (3.97) (0.14) (4.85)

Notes: All poverty indexes are multiplied by 100. The first column under each of the three poverty indexes lists the child poverty estimates with
food stamp benefits added to income. Standard errors for all poverty estimates are corrected for sample design effects following Jolliffe (forth-
coming) and are in parentheses. The second column under each of the poverty measures lists the percentage decline in the poverty index after
inclusion of food stamp benefits. The estimated percent reduction is superscripted with *, **, or *** if the p-value is less than 0.1, 0.05, or 0.01,
respectively. Standard errors for the percent decline are listed in parentheses and are second-order approximations.

Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.
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Table 6—Change in child poverty from revenue-neutral transfer, 1988-2000

Simulation 3: Transfer food stamps from nonpoor to 
poor FSP households with children

Head count index Poverty gap Squared poverty gap
Income + Percent Income + Percent Income + Percent

Year transfer decline transfer decline transfer decline

Panel A: transfer to all poor FSP households with children
1988 18.5 1.8 6.8 6.6* 3.8 8.0*

(0.41) (3.03) (0.20) (3.63) (0.14) (4.65)

1991 20.0 2.4 7.2 9.2*** 3.9 10.7***
(0.40) (2.70) (0.19) (3.10) (0.13) (3.96)

1994 19.4 4.7* 7.0 11.5*** 3.8 13.5***
(0.42) (2.79) (0.2) (3.20) (0.14) (4.03)

1997 18.0 4.0 6.9 8.8** 4.0 10.5**
(0.42) (3.05) (0.21) (3.62) (0.16) (4.63)

2000 14.8 4.0 5.6 9.8** 3.3 11.4**
(0.38) (3.44) (0.19) (3.98) (0.14) (4.93)

Panel B: Transfer to extreme-poor FSP households with children
1988 18.8 0.1 6.8 7.6** 3.6 11.1**

(0.41) (3.06) (0.20) (3.57) (0.14) (4.52)

1991 20.4 0.3 7.0 10.5*** 3.7 14.6***
(0.40) (2.73) (0.19) (3.02) (0.13) (3.82)

1994 20.2 0.9 6.8 13.9*** 3.5 18.6***
(0.42) (2.87) (0.20) (3.09) (0.14) (3.84)

1997 18.6 0.4 6.8 10.4*** 3.8 14.5***
(0.42) (3.13) (0.21) (3.53) (0.16) (4.47)

2000 15.2 0.9 5.5 11.7*** 3.1 15.8***
(0.38) (3.52) (0.19) (3.87) (0.14) (4.73)

Notes: All poverty indexes are multiplied by 100. The first column under each of the three poverty indexes lists the child poverty estimates with
food stamp benefits added to income. Standard errors for all poverty estimates are corrected for sample design effects following Jolliffe (forth-
coming) and are in parentheses. The second column under each of the poverty measures lists the percentage decline in the poverty index after
inclusion of food stamp benefits. The estimated percent reduction is superscripted with *, **, or *** if the p-value is less than 0.1, 0.05, or 0.01,
respectively. Standard errors for the percent decline are listed in parentheses and are second-order approximations.

Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.
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Table 7—Change in child poverty from revenue-neutral transfer, 1988-2000

Simulation 4: Transfer food stamps from 
nonpoor to poor, non-FSP households

Head count index Poverty gap Squared poverty gap

Income + Percent Income + Percent Income + Percent
Year transfer decline transfer decline transfer decline

Panel A: transfer to all poor non-FSP households
1988 18.8 0 7.1 2.6 3.8 5.8

(0.41) — (0.20) (3.73) (0.14) (4.62)

1991 20.5 0 7.6 3.7 4.0 8.4**
(0.40) — (0.19) (3.23) (0.13) (3.92)

1994 20.4 0 7.5 4.4 3.9 9.9**
(0.42) — (0.20) (3.40) (0.14) (4.02)

1997 18.7 0 7.3 3.4 4.1 7.5
(0.42) — (0.21) (3.78) (0.16) (4.61)

2000 15.4 0 6.0 3.4 3.4 7.1
(0.38) — (0.19) (4.19) (0.14) (5.01)

Panel B: transfer to extreme-poor non-FSP households
1988 18.8 0 7.1 2.5 3.8 7.1

(0.41) — (0.20) (3.72) (0.14) (4.52)

1991 20.5 0 7.6 3.6 3.9 10.2***
(0.40) — (0.19) (3.22) (0.13) (3.8)

1994 20.4 0 7.6 4.0 3.9 11.3***
(0.42) — (0.20) (3.39) (0.14) (3.91)

1997 18.7 0 7.3 3.1 4.1 8.6*
(0.42) — (0.21) (3.77) (0.16) (4.52)

2000 15.4 0 6.0 3.0 3.4 8.0
(0.38) — (0.19) (4.19) (0.14) (4.93)

— = No change.
Notes: All poverty indexes are multiplied by 100. The first column under each of the three poverty indexes lists the child poverty estimates with

food stamp benefits added to income. Standard errors for all poverty estimates are corrected for sample design effects following Jolliffe (forth-
coming) and are in parentheses. The second column under each of the poverty measures lists the percentage decline in the poverty index after
inclusion of food stamp benefits. The estimated percent reduction is superscripted with *, **, or *** if the p-value is less than 0.1, 0.05, or 0.01,
respectively. Standard errors for the percent decline are listed in parentheses and are second-order approximations.

Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.
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Table 8—Change in child poverty from revenue-neutral transfer, 1988-2000

Simulation 5: Transfer food stamps from nonpoor 
to poor, non-FSP households with children

Head count index Poverty gap Squared poverty gap

Income + Percent Income + Percent Income + Percent
Year transfer decline transfer decline transfer decline

Panel A: transfer to all poor non-FSP households with children
1988 18.8 0 6.9 5.8 3.5 13.1***

(0.41) — (0.20) (3.58) (0.14) (4.24)

1991 20.5 0 7.2 8.4*** 3.6 18.4***
(0.40) — (0.19) (3.05) (0.13) (3.48)

1994 20.4 0 7.1 9.6*** 3.4 21.6***
(0.42) — (0.20) (3.19) (0.14) (3.49)

1997 18.7 0 7.0 7.2** 3.7 16.5***
(0.42) — (0.21) (3.59) (0.16) (4.13)

2000 15.4 0 5.7 7.5* 3.1 16.6***
(0.38) — (0.19) (3.97) (0.14) (4.50)

Panel B: transfer to extreme-poor, non-FSP households with children
1988 18.8 0 6.9 5.8 3.5 15.3***

(0.41) — (0.20) (3.58) (0.14) (4.07)

1991 20.5 0 7.2 8.4*** 3.4 21.4***
(0.40) — (0.19) (3.05) (0.13) (3.3)

1994 20.4 0 7.1 9.6*** 3.3 23.9***
(0.42) — (0.20) (3.19) (0.14) (3.34)

1997 18.7 0 7.0 7.2** 3.6 18.6***
(0.42) — (0.21) (3.59) (0.16) (3.96)

2000 15.4 0 5.7 7.5* 3.0 18.7***
(0.38) — (0.19) (3.97) (0.14) (4.32)

— = No change.
Notes: All poverty indexes are multiplied by 100. The first column under each of the three poverty indexes lists the child poverty estimates with

food stamp benefits added to income. Standard errors for all poverty estimates are corrected for sample design effects following Jolliffe (forth-
coming) and are in parentheses. The second column under each of the poverty measures lists the percentage decline in the poverty index after
inclusion of food stamp benefits. The estimated percent reduction is superscripted with *, **, or *** if the p-value is less than 0.1, 0.05, or 0.01,
respectively. Standard errors for the percent decline are listed in parentheses and are second-order approximations.

Source: Calculated by ERS from Current Population Survey data.
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Appendix Table 1—Rates of poverty and child poverty, 1988-2000

Head count index Poverty gap Squared poverty gap

Year Children All persons Children All persons Children All persons

1988 26.1 18.6 12.3 8.0 7.8 4.9
(0.45) (0.25) (0.27) (0.13) (0.2) (0.1)

1989 26.0 18.2 12.0 7.8 7.5 4.8
(0.42) (0.23) (0.24) (0.12) (0.19) (0.09)

1990 27.2 19.0 12.7 8.2 7.9 5.0
(0.43) (0.23) (0.25) (0.13) (0.19) (0.09)

1991 28.6 19.9 13.6 8.7 8.7 5.4
(0.44) (0.24) (0.26) (0.13) (0.2) (0.1)

1992 28.2 20.2 13.8 9.0 8.9 5.6
(0.43) (0.24) (0.27) (0.14) (0.21) (0.1)

1993 29.8 21.0 14.2 9.4 9.1 5.9
(0.45) (0.25) (0.27) (0.14) (0.21) (0.11)

1994 28.7 20.4 13.7 9.1 8.7 5.7
(0.45) (0.25) (0.28) (0.14) (0.21) (0.11)

1995 27.7 19.7 12.8 8.5 8.0 5.3
(0.46) (0.26) (0.27) (0.14) (0.2) (0.11)

1996 27.4 19.5 12.7 8.5 8.0 5.3
(0.46) (0.25) (0.27) (0.14) (0.21) (0.11)

1997 26.3 18.7 12.5 8.3 8.0 5.3
(0.46) (0.25) (0.28) (0.14) (0.22) (0.11)

1998 24.9 17.8 11.7 8.0 7.5 5.1
(0.44) (0.24) (0.26) (0.13) (0.21) (0.11)

1999 23.6 17.1 10.6 7.4 6.6 4.7
(0.43) (0.24) (0.25) (0.13) (0.19) (0.1)

2000 22.7 16.6 10.0 7.1 6.2 4.5
(0.44) (0.24) (0.24) (0.13) (0.19) (0.1)

Notes: Poverty rates are based on 130 percent of the official poverty line, and all indexes are multiplied by 100. The first column under each
of the three indexes lists the child poverty rates and the second column lists the poverty rate for the full sample.

Source: ERS estimates are based on CPS March Supplement data and standard errors (in parentheses) are corrected for sample design
effects following Jolliffe (forthcoming).
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